In October 1957, now almost 50 years ago, I went up to Oxford to read for a degree in Zoology and Comparative Anatomy. In the Comparative Anatomy part of the course, we considered every Order of every Phylum of animals, beginning with the Protozoa, which includes one of the most famous animals, Amoeba proteus, and ending, two years later, with the Primate Family, Hominidae (the Great Apes), which includes chimpanzees, gorillas, orang-utans -and humans. We were not allowed to call Amoeba primitive, since this perjorative and derogatory term should not be applied to an animal which has evolved to survive and maintain complicated relationships with its environment, just as successfully as we have. Similarly, we saw Homo sapiens mainly as a somewhat sophisticated ape, rather than a unique species set apart from all other animals. Desmond Morris carved out a career for himself with this approach, when he wrote The Naked Ape: A Zoologist's Study of the Human Animal, published in 1967 and still in print today.
For my own part, I have continually (i.e. continuing, seemingly without interruption) been concerned with the welfare of the non-human hominids during my professional life -I cannot say continuously (i.e. continuing without interruption), since, even in retirement, I have many other things to occupy my mind (including alternatives to animal use, the EU REACH system, and validation and invalidation -let alone working with others to try to maintain FRAME's momentum and influence).
Nevertheless, a series of recent events have thrust the Great Apes into the forefront of my thinking, each of which seems to have a special significance which is perhaps worth sharing with the readers of ATLA.
Chimps to Retire to Island Sanctuaries
First, there was the news that more than 70 chimpanzees, which had been used in the hepatitis research programmes of the New York Blood Centre (NYBC), conducted at its Vilab facility in Robertsfield, Liberia, are to be retired to six remote, 10-90 acre, African islands, purchased from the Liberian Government to be a sanctuary for them. 1 According to a report in The Sunday Times, 2 the NYBC no longer considers it acceptable to conduct experiments on chimpanzees, on ethical and wel-fare grounds, especially since "there are new methods for doing this kind of research".
This news took me back nearly 17 years, to an extraordinary meeting, held at the Biomedical Primate Research Centre (BPRC), Rijswijk, in The Netherlands, where I was one of three total opponents of the use of chimpanzees as laboratory animals, who met with four users of laboratory chimpanzees and a neutral observer, to try to reach "a consensus view of the appropriate utilisation of chimpanzees in AIDS research". That we did reach a consensus was remarkable, and our main conclusions were that: a) chimpanzee studies should be limited only to those for which there is no available alternative; b) these should involve no more suffering than is caused by giving injections and collecting blood samples; and c) no research should be carried out with chimpanzees unless financial support for their life-long retirement is guaranteed. The consensus report was submitted to Nature, but was considered not to be of sufficient interest or importance for publication there, so it was published in the Journal of Medical Primatology. 3 This is not the time to comment on subsequent developments with regard to the BPRC and the use of chimpanzees as laboratory animals in Europe. However, it is worth noting that, at the 1992 Rijswijk meeting, the users of the chimpanzees had no less affection for them and no less concern about them than those who opposed their use. One of the users was Dr Alfred Prince, the distinguished virologist and the former head of the Laboratory of Virology at the NYBC -he has certainly lived up to what he agreed to in 1992.
It is also notable that the action of the NYBC is compliant with the US Chimpanzee Health Improvement, Maintenance and Protection Act 2000, which came into force in the last days of the Clinton Administration. 1 There is no such law in the UK, and The Sunday Times article gave a rather chilling reminder of the position adopted by Professor Colin Blakemore, Chief Executive of the Medical Research Council (MRC), that, "while there was no current need for experiments on chimpanzees, gorillas or orang-utans, their use in the future should not be ruled out". 4 This gives me an opportunity to re-issue my (unanswered) challenge to Blakemore and Tipu Aziz, his colleague at Oxford: If the decision not to use Great Apes as laboratory animals in the UK were to be reversed, where would the animals be obtained from, how long would it take to get them, where and how would they be kept, and what would happen to those that survived or were not used, given their complex lifestyles and long life-spans? 5 However, neither in his capacity as an Oxford professor, nor as the Chief Executive of the MRC, should Blakemore have the right to escape from the need to be publicly accountable.
Extending Human Rights to Other Hominids
The second reminder of my concern about the Great Apes was an article by Tom Geoghegan in the BBC News Magazine, entitled Should apes have human rights? 6 The article referred to the fact that an international movement to give them "personhood", i.e. the same rights as human beings, is gathering pace. The Great Ape Project was proposed some years ago, and was discussed in the context of the use of chimpanzees as experimental animals at a conference held in Brussels in 1993. 7 One of the arguments in favour of chimpanzees having hominid rights as equivalent to, and in place of, human rights, is that the DNA of chimpanzees is only 1-2% different from human DNA. However, Steve Jones, celebrity Professor of Genetics at London University, is reported to have said: "Where do you stop? Say that apes share 98% of human DNA and therefore should have 98% of human rights. Well, mice share 90% of human DNA. Should they get 90% of human rights? And plants have more DNA than humans. Chimps can't speak, but parrots can. Rights and responsibilities go together, and I've yet to see chimp imprisoned for stealing a banana, because they don't have moral sense of what's right and what's wrong. To give them rights is to give them something without asking for anything in return."
This echoed the view of Blakemore, 4 who said: "I worry about the principle of where the moral boundaries lie. There is only one very secure definition that can be made, and that is between our species and others."
Professor Jones may know a lot about genetics, and Professor Blakemore may be an expert in the neurosciences, but I don't think they know much about chimpanzees. The case for affording greater consideration to chimpanzees and other Great Apes is not based on the close similarity of their genomes or on secure definitions, but on their behaviour and their possession of many of the social and emotional qualities which are often thought to clearly separate humans from other animals. They would do well to read the moving lecture, Ending Research on Non-human Primates, given by Dame Jane Goodall (who, by the way, was also a participant in the 1992 Rijswijk consensus meeting) in Berlin in August 2005, at the 5th World Congress on Alternatives and Animal use in the Life Sciences. 8 The status of chimpanzees will shortly be considered in Austria, when the case of Hiasl, a 26-yearold chimp, comes before a court in Vienna. 9 Hiasl was seized by customs officers in 1982, when he was intercepted while en route from Sierra Leone to a laboratory, and sent to an animal sanctuary. He can recognise himself in a mirror, and likes painting and watching wildlife programmes on television. The specific legal question being investigated, is whether he can have a right to a legal guardian. If so, he might also be treated as an asylum seeker and entitled to a pension -and might be encouraged to sue the laboratory involved in his kidnapping!
Which Apes are Cleverest?
A third, no less intriguing, story, also reported in The Sunday Times, 10 revealed that orang-utans had been placed at the top of the animal intelligence table, as a result of a meta-analysis by James Lee of Harvard University, Cambridge, MA, of research originally conducted by Robert Deaner and his colleagues at Grand Valley State University, Allendale, MI, which showed that, out of 25 primate species, the orang-utan had developed the greatest ability to learn and to solve problems. This challenges the widely accepted concept that chimpanzees are the closest to humans in terms of brainpower and behaviour, and also suggests that the ancestry of orang-utans and humans might be more closely entwined than was originally thought. The work involved collating the results of a series of separate studies as a means of comparing the intelligence of various primate species, countering the widely-held belief that such comparisons are meaningless, since separate evolution over millions of years will have given them very different brains. Lee found that, if a certain genus of primate ranks highly within one mental ability experiment, it will generally rank highly in all of them, and that the single most important factor in determining intelligence is the size of the animal's brain.
Fieldwork carried out in Borneo by Carel van Schaik, of Duke University, Burham, NC, USA, appears to support Lee's conclusions about the intelligence of orang-utans. He observed orangutans in the performance of sophisticated tasks, such as using leaves to make rain hats and leakproof roofs. In addition, in food-rich areas, adult orang-utans were seen to teach youngsters how to make tools and how to find food. Lee and van Schaik consider that it is the orang-utans' treetop life-style, with little risk from predators, which has enabled them to establish long and settled lives, leading to the development of their intelligence and culture.
However, the conclusions resulting from Lee's meta-analysis are unlikely to be universally accepted. For example, in a letter published in the next week's issue of The Sunday Times, 11 Vernon Reynolds, of Oxford University, himself an expert on the behaviour of Great Apes in their natural habitats, pointed out that, while orang-utans, having a more docile temperament, may be better at solving problems which require patience and persistence, chimpanzees are better at other tasks which require language or maths. Orang-utans may be good at washing clothes or making tools, but Washoe and other chimps have learned to communicate by using American sign language, and a chimp called Ai, who lives in Japan, is good at maths. He concludes that chimps outclass orangs in terms of their high cognitive ability, and should therefore retain their No. 1 ranking in order of nonhuman primate intelligence. Our knowledge of the lives of Hiasl and many other chimps supports this conclusion.
Lives of Great Value Under Pressure
The individual lives of members of some animal (and plant) species are of particular value in relation to the survival of the species. In many cases, the survival of these individuals, and therefore that of their species, is threatened. This concern applies to lions and tigers, to whales, to giant pandas and polar bears, and to three members of the Hominid family, namely, chimpanzees, gorillas and orangutans, but not to the fourth member.
Such threats are often the result of human activity. For example, the orang-utans of the Borneo and Sumatra rainforests "are rapidly being driven to extinction by loggers in pursuit of palm oil riches", in response "to the worldwide enthusiasm for what is often described as 'vegetable oil', which can contribute to a healthy diet, can be used in soaps and shampoos, and, as a biofuel, can reduce carbon emissions". 12 A more encouraging report suggests that mountain gorillas, one of the most threatened species, with "only 720 individuals left in the wild after years of decline in the face of hunting by humans and habitat loss", are making "a steady but slow recovery", thanks to cooperation between conservation organisations and the governments of Rwanda, Uganda and the Democratic Republic of the Congo. 13 According to the World Wildlife Fund website, chimpanzees, which once inhabited 25 African countries, are now under threat in 13 of them, since "although all African Great Ape species are protected by national legislation in their range states, the resources and the will to enforce the law are lacking in many countries". 14 The problem is that chimpanzees are killed and eaten, even when beef and chicken are available and are cheaper, because of the perceived magical or health-giving properties of bushmeat. In addition, their habitats are being lost as a result of farming, logging, mining, and other forms of land development. They are also susceptible to many viral and parasitic diseases, which they can catch from humans.
The protection of wild populations through the establishment and effective maintenance of nature reserves is one way forward, provided that it recognises and takes into account the legitimate interests of the local human populations.
A Report to an Academy
On 17 April, I was in Berlin as the only non-German speaker in the 70th ZEBET seminar, held to mark the retirement of Horst Spielmann from his post as a department head at the Bundesinstitut für Risikobewertung (BfR -the Federal Institute for Risk Assessment).
There will be more about Professor Spielmann's retirement in a future issue of ATLA, but one amazing part of the seminar was a performance by an actor, Guido Schmitt, of Ein Bericht für eine Akademie (A Report to an Academy), a short story by Franz Kafka, written in 1917.
The narrator, addressing a scientific conference, describes his life as an ape, caught in a West African jungle and brought on a ship to Europe. During the voyage, he studies the behaviour of the crew and finds it very easy to imitate them. He does not do this because he wishes to become human, but because he sees it as a possible way of escaping life in a cage when he reaches the ship's destination -a way of being able to make a choice between "the zoological garden or the music hall". He finds it easy to learn to shake hands, to spit, to smoke a pipe, to swagger about with his hands in his pockets, or half lie and half sit in a rocking chair, but very difficult to drink alcohol, which he finds disgusting. Eventually, he does that as well, as an essential part of the music hall performances which keep him out of the zoo cage.
Guido Schmitt was made up to look like a chimp, and his movements and actions were so authentic that, had I not been sitting near the front of the lecture theatre, I might have thought he had been a chimpanzee. He spoke in German of course, so one of the first things I did on my return home was to find a translation of Kafka's story on the Internet. 15 Why did Kafka write the story? One suggestion is that it is a satirisation of the assimilation of the Jews into Western culture. Another theory is that it is an existentialist comment on the need to create one's own meaning in life, while a third is that it is a commentary on alienation. 16 However, as with all works of art, whatever the creator of a work intended, the observer is free to find his own understanding or inspiration within it. Thus, my own interpretation is that, while we may require a chimpanzee to show that it is sufficiently like us, in order to become 'one of us', it is very unlikely that that is what the chimp would itself desire. For example, it would undoubtedly prefer to live freely in the jungle, rather than under the conditions which most humans are forced to endure, and it might be amused at our lack of agility, and by our need to wear clothes in order to keep warm and shoes to protect our feet. It might also question whether what we call 'human rights' have any real value, since they are denied to so very many of our own species, and since we seem to exercise them with so little responsibility.
Concluding Comments
During the passage of the Animals (Scientific Procedures) Bill 1985 through Parliament, David Mellor, then the Home Office Minister responsible for the legislation, and now a Patron of FRAME, said that, if we couldn't get our treatment of our fellow non-human primates right, there was no hope for other animals. That remains true today, and despite many reports from all kinds of organisations, we still haven't made much progress toward getting it right. The pessimist would see little prospect that we ever will, especially if our progress with the Great Apes is anything to go by. One essential prerequisite is to recognise the difference between moral, scientific and practical issues.
For example, it is doubtful whether the use of chimpanzees as laboratory animals now contributes very much to the threat to their survival in the wild, which needs to be solved via particular and dedicated strategies. However, there are the major moral questions of whether chimpanzees should be used in laboratories at all, and what should be done with the animals which have already been used in laboratories, but are no longer needed.
The question of extending human rights to other Hominids is a more complex one, particularly as the needs of the various species might be different in detail, and since human beings are so desperately unable to protect the rights of their own species. It should depend on the possession of behavioural, social and emotional traits, not on comparisons of genomes. Some kind of declaration of rights applicable to all Hominids might be helpful, but only if it were backed by moral and financial support from those countries which are not the homes of Great Apes to those that are.
It should also be recognised that talking is cheap, and seemingly good ideas are easily conceivedmounting effective actions and achieving realistic solutions are difficult and costly.
From the scientific point of view, chimpanzees are of limited value as surrogate models of human beings. 17 Even if this were not true, and even if it was right to use them in this way, the cost of breeding them, maintaining them and providing them with lifetime care in sufficient numbers would be prohibitive.
The UK, which prides itself on the leadership it claims to hold in relation to issues raised by laboratory animal experimentation, should take a lead here, by passing a law to prohibit the use of Hominids as laboratory animals, whatever the MRC and the Scientific Establishment might say, and also by encouraging the adoption of a similar law at the EU level, together with a requirement that lifetime care be provided for any of these animals which have been used in laboratories within the EU. 
Michael Balls

